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JRNL 400/ETHICS & TRENDS
Spring 2022
Instructor: Dennis Swibold, 243-2230 (office phone), dennis.swibold@umontana.edu
Office: DAH 432
Class meetings: Tuesday and Thursday mornings from 11-12:20 a.m. in DAH 210. We’ll
meet in-person. Attendance and participation will be part of your final grade. Holidays:
No classes on Feb. 21 and March 21 to 25. Our final class is on May 5.
Covid precautions: Until UM announces otherwise, all students and faculty must wear
protective facemasks indoors, and that includes our classroom. I’ll keep a seating chart
and make sure there’s room to spread out with an empty seat between students.
Students required to quarantine must notify me as soon as possible. Otherwise, I’ll
expect you to be in class.
Office hours: 2-3:30 p.m. TR or by appointment. In-person meetings will be in my office,
so mask up. If you prefer, we can also chat by Zoom or phone. Don’t be shy. If you’re
struggling, speak up and don’t delay. I can help.

Goals and outcomes
This course aims to help students function ethically and successfully as journalists. By
the course’s end, successful students should:
•

Develop a more nuanced understanding of the ethical issues facing the
evolving news media, including the need for diversity and inclusion.

•

Be able to explain a framework for making ethical decisions.

•

Have a deeper awareness of the economic and cultural environments in
which modern journalism operates.

We accomplish those goals by following current and past ethical debates and studying
particular cases that reveal how journalists are wrestling with such questions.
Specifically, all students will:
•

Research and present assigned topics and cases regarding ethics and
professional trends.

•

Research and write an in-depth research paper about a current ethical
topic or professional trend that they chose, with my approval.

•

Participate vigorously in constructive class discussions. (I expect you to
stake out positions and politely question one another's assertions and
conclusions.) The class will also feature a sprinkling of guests and offer us
an opportunity to do some final academic advising for seniors.

•

Warning: This course DOES NOT meet the university’s general ethics
requirement of an ethics course. You’ll need an “E” course for that.

Requirements
Attendance and participation
Seminars can’t succeed without your involvement, so you’re required to attend every
class and participate in every discussion. Those obligations comprise 10% of your grade.
Our Moodle page will be set up so that you can mark your own attendance at the
beginning of each class.
You are allowed one unexcused absence, but never on a day you’re scheduled to
present. Doing work for other classes or a job is not an automatic excuse to miss or
interrupt this one. Otherwise, if you are ill or in jail, notify me before class begins. Each
unexcused absence beyond the one allowed will cost you a letter grade in the
attendance category. For the sake of presenters, be on time for class. Tardiness is a
distraction. If you’re having a problem affecting your work, be a pro and talk to me
before it gets out of hand.
Otherwise, check the course Moodle page and your official UM email regularly for
reading assignments and other communications.

Ground rules
1. We’ll vigorously debate the ethical controversies journalism faces, but keep it civil.
Never demean or degrade others. So, listen carefully and ask questions before you make
comments and observations. Our goal is understanding, so questions have the power in
this class. Ask first.
2. You deserve my attention and that of your classmates, so keep your laptops closed
and your phones stashed unless otherwise required. Part of your job is to be a sounding
board and resource for others. A portion of your grade will depend on your
contribution.

Reading
Keep up with the news, especially news about the news media. You can do that by
subscribing to sites such as CNN media reporter and media critic Brian Stelter's daily
"Reliable Sources" email. Keep up with additional media news by reading “The Media
Equation” column in the New York Times, or follow online reports by the Neiman Lab.
Other good media critics include The Washington Post’s Margaret Sullivan, Erik Wemple
and Paul Fahri; and NPR’s Kelly McBride and David Folkenflik. The “On the Media”
podcast is worth listening to, and so are the Times and Post daily podcasts. Daily emails
newsletters from Poynter’s Tom Jones and Al Tompkins are worth following too. Doing
so will help you keep up with the topics and trends your professional peers are talking
about. Follow them on Twitter or with email alerts. Expect the occasional quizzes or
short essays on the text or class readings. I’ll give you a heads up on those.
Other good sources for research on ethics and news media trends include Journalist's
Resource at Harvard's Shorenstein Center, the Poynter Institute and the Columbia
Journalism Review. Pew's Center's Media & News link has great media research too. The
Nieman Lab and Editor & Publisher can be good resources too.
Required text: “The Elements of Journalism,” (Third Edition, 2021) by Kovach and
Rosenstiel. My paperback copy cost less than $20 at Amazon. Or it today, and plan to
keep it, read it and make notes in the margins. You’ll find it useful in your presentations
and for your research paper.

Ethics presentation
Each of you will be assigned to research an ethical problem or professional to research
and present to the class. You will research the topic, make a 30-minute class
presentation and then lead the class in a comprehensive discussion of the issue. I’ll post
a schedule of presentation dates soon, along key questions for each team to answer.
In the week before your presentation, send me email outlining the main points you'll
make intend to make on the topic. Tell me which major sources you intend to use, and
also include any major questions you intend to pose to the class. I may suggest additions
or subtractions. Watch the Moodle page for more advice on making good presentations.

Research paper
You must submit a written proposal for your research paper via Moodle no later than
class time Feb. 10. The proposal must focus on a current ethical controversy or
professional trend in news media you hope to study and explain. The pitch must also
include links to preliminary research you've done in choosing the topic and more you

expect to consult in your research. (Please make sure they exist before you cite them. In
other words, convince me that the answers are out there.)
You’ll do a 1,000-word first draft, followed by a final of at least 2,500 words in length. It
must include your research question, a summary of your research method, a thesis,
reporting to support the thesis and a conclusion. It also must include footnotes or
endnotes. It must contain original and timely research, not just your opinion. That
means you’ll need to include interviews with experts on your subject.
Warning: You may not use J-school profs and other students as sources.
Your paper is a work of critical inquiry and thinking. It must reflect the level of research
and writing expected of a senior. And you must be accurate, honest and transparent. If
you criticize people or institutions, you must offer them a chance to respond.
Key deadlines:
•

I’ll expect a first draft of the research paper in my office and via Moodle submission
by class time on March 17. This draft will include the introduction (the research
question and what makes it compelling, newsworthy, timely, etc.); a description of
your method (how you intend to explore this: sources, data, studies you'll use.); a
working thesis statement (a good sentence explaining your conclusion so far) and
enough of the reporting for me to see that you're on the right track. I expect to see
at least 1,000 words in this draft – enough to show that you're on the right track.

•

A version of the final draft is due via Moodle submission by class time on Thursday
May 5. This draft will include entire paper, along with footnotes and endnotes citing
your sources. Inserting both is easy in Word. Here's a good style guide for how to
write them.

Grading
I’ll grade you on participation, your ethics presentation and your research paper. For the
participation grade, I’ll take attendance and monitor your contribution to class
discussion. You must contribute to class discussions, and your good questions are worth
more than your opinions. My grades for the presentation and research paper will be
based on the quality of your research and presentation. More about that later.
Majors and minors need a C- to pass this required course. Here’s how I’ll calculate a final
grade:
•
•

Class participation (attendance, discussion), 20%
Short essays or quizzes, 20%

•
•

In-class presentation, 20%
Research paper (average of first and second drafts), 40%

Plagiarism, honesty and double-dipping
If you plagiarize, you will get an F for the course, which means you’ll have to retake JRNL
400 to graduate. I will be scrutinizing your work, so attribute any instance in which you
use someone else’s words or ideas. Avoid the temptation by simply using attribution,
links or footnotes. Wikipedia is not an acceptable source for attribution, but it could be
a great place to find sources. I’ll also hold you to UM’s Student Conduct Code.
You may not submit any assignment that has previously or will be concurrently
submitted for another class. We call that “double dipping.” Doing so will result in an “F”
for the assignment and perhaps an “F” for the course.

Accommodations for students with disabilities
Students with disabilities can request reasonable program modifications by consulting
with the instructor. Disability Services for Students will assist the instructor and student
in the accommodation process. For more information, visit the Disability Services site.
A class-by-class presentation schedule will follow as soon as I've assigned topics each
individual or team.

Class schedule (subject to change)
Jan. 18 – Course introduction, Course overview. (Read introduction to the text, plus
Chapter 1
Jan. 20 – Discuss intro and Chapter 1: What are journalists for? (Short essay, assign
Chapter 2)
Jan. 25 – Discuss Chapter 2: Truth: the first and most confusing principle. (Short essay)
Jan. 27 – Mike Daisey and This American Life. (Assign Chapter 3)
Feb. 1 – Discuss Chapter 3; “30-for-30 Richard Jewell (Assign Chapter 4)
Feb. 3 – First student presentation: Rolling Stone and “A Rape on Campus” (Assign
Chapter 4)
Feb. 3 – Discuss Chapter 4: The journalism of verification. (Short essay)
Feb. 10 – Student presentations (Research proposals due.)
Feb. 15 – Student presentations (Short essay on Chapter 5))
Feb. 17 – Student presentations
Feb. 22 – Student presentations (Short essay on Chapter 6)
Feb. 24 – “The End of Empathy”

March 1 – Student presentations (Short essay on Chapter 8)
March 3—Student presentations
March 8 – Student presentations (Short essay on Chapter 9)
March 10 – Student presentations
March 15 – Student presentations
March 17 – “A Fragile Trust” (First drafts of research papers due.)
March 22, 24 – No classes (spring break)
March 29 – Case studies I
March 31 – Student research presentations
April 5 – Student research presentations (Short essay on Chapter 10)
April 7 – Discuss short essay on Chapter 10
April 12 – Student research presentations
April 14 – Student research presentations
April 19 – Student research presentations (Short essay on Chapter 11 )
April 21 – Discuss essay on Chapter 11
April 26 – “Death by a Thousand Cuts”
April 28 – Professional quest panel
May 3 – TBD
May 5 – Final class period. Course evaluations. (Final draft due.)

